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Why GAO Did This Study 

Since the early 1990s, Congress has 
supplemented the Department of 
Education’s (Education) Impact Aid 
program by providing funds for the 
Department of Defense’s (DOD) 
Impact Aid program to compensate 
school districts with a high number of 
military dependent students. The 
National Defense Authorization Act 
for Fiscal Year 2010 required GAO to 
review the use of these funds. GAO 
reviewed (1) what is known about the 
utilization and effectiveness of DOD 
Impact Aid funds, (2) the challenges 
faced by school districts in serving 
military dependent students, and (3) 
how DOD and Education have 
collaborated on their assistance. To 
address these issues, GAO conducted 
a Web-based survey of all 154 school 
districts that received DOD Impact 
Aid in any year from 2001 to 2009, 
with a response rate of 77 percent. 
GAO also interviewed officials from 
DOD and Education and seven school 
districts in five states, ranging in 
school district size, location, and 
percentage of military dependent 
students. The findings from these 
visits cannot be projected 
nationwide, but illustrate valuable 
perspectives. 

What GAO Recommends 

GAO recommends that the Secretary 
of Education determine whether to 
require school districts to report data 
on the academic outcomes of military 
dependent students, and if so, to 
determine the need for any additional 
legislative authority. Education 
agreed with GAO’s recommendation, 
and DOD provided oral concurrence. 
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What GAO Found 

DOD Impact Aid has three distinct funding components, with more than three 
quarters of the funds provided through the DOD Impact Aid Supplemental 
program. Eighty five percent of the 87 responding school districts that received 
funds for the 2009-2010 school year reported placing these funds into their 
general fund to use for overall maintenance and operations. (See figure below.) 
Because there are no reporting requirements on districts’ use of the funding, it is 
difficult to assess how the funds are used and to what extent military dependent 
students benefit. Further, there are no data available on these students that could 
be used to assess their academic achievement or educational outcomes, or 
determine where funding needs are greatest. Such reporting requirements exist 
for certain other groups of students, such as economically disadvantaged students 
and students with disabilities. Federal agency officials acknowledged this need 
for information, and Education has begun discussing how to address this need. 

School districts GAO contacted reported that issues related to the mobility of 
military dependent students and serving students with special needs were among 
the greatest challenges they faced in serving these students. Mobility increased 
academic needs due to differences in state and district curricula and behavioral 
and emotional issues in the classroom. To address challenges in serving military 
dependent students, school districts reported adopting a range of strategies, 
including additional counseling for students with a deployed parent and flexibility 
on academic requirements for newly transferred students. 

Guided by a memorandum of understanding signed in 2008, DOD and Education 
have implemented practices that facilitate their collaboration to assist military 
dependent students, according to practices GAO has identified that enhance 
collaboration. For example, beginning in 2008, the departments completed eight 
joint site visits to high-growth military installations, which helped them advise 
school districts on preparation for an influx of military dependent students. To 
monitor these collaborative efforts, DOD and Education have developed a 
strategic plan that tracks their progress. 
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Source: GAO survey of school districts that received DOD Impact Aid Supplemental funds in any year from 2001 through 2009. 
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Roughly 1.1 million school-age children in the United States are military 
dependents, with parents in the armed forces. 1 The majority of these 
students are estimated to attend public schools. Military dependent 
children often move multiple times throughout their school careers and 
sometimes have a parent absent due to deployment, creating unique 
challenges for their school districts. In recent years, appropriations for the 
Department of Education’s (Education) Impact Aid program has been 
more than $1 billion a year. Since the early 1990s, Congress has authorized 
and provided additional funds for school districts that serve a significant 
number of military dependents. 2 One of several Department of Defense 
(DOD) programs to assist these students — DOD Impact Aid, with funding 
totaling approximately $342.3 million since fiscal year 2002 — helps to 
ensure that school districts with significant numbers of military dependent 
students have additional funding in order to maintain certain educational 
standards. Education of military dependent students is becoming an 
increasingly important issue with recent growth in and moves of military 
personnel at some military installations located in the United States. These 
changes are due to several factors, including implementation of 
recommendations from the 2005 Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) 



In addition, military dependent students also include dependents of civilian employees of 
the Department of Defense. 

2 Funding is provided to local educational agencies, which we refer to as school districts for 
the purposes of this report. 
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Commission, relocation of U.S. forces in overseas locations back to the 
United States, global rebasing, and other force structure changes. As of 
September 2009, these changes were expected to add more than 120,000 
military and DOD civilian personnel, not including family members and 
contractors, to U.S. military installations by September 2011. 

The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2010 required us to 
examine the use of DOD Impact Aid assistance by school districts and its 
effectiveness in improving the quality of education provided to military 
dependent students from fiscal years 2001 through 2009. 3 To do this, we 
reviewed (1) what is known about the use and effectiveness of DOD 
Impact Aid funds, (2) the challenges faced by school districts in serving 
military dependent students and the strategies they have in place to 
address these challenges, and (3) how DOD and Education have 
collaborated on their assistance to districts. 4 

To address these issues, we conducted a Web-based survey in August and 
September 2010 of all 154 school districts that received DOD Impact Aid in 
any year from 2001 through 2009 — we received responses from 118, for a 
response rate of 77 percent. We conducted site visits to four school 
districts in Colorado and Virginia and phone calls with officials in three 
school districts in California, Missouri, and Texas. We selected these 
districts based on recommendations from DOD and national organizations 
involved in the education of military dependent students, and attempted to 
include diversity in geographic location, school district size, and the 
percentage of the district made up of military dependents from different 
branches of military service. During the visits we interviewed 
superintendents, assistant superintendents, budget office officials, 
guidance counselors, and, in some locations, military school liaisons, 
teachers, and students. In one school district, we met with a group of 
parents. We also interviewed officials from DOD and Education who are 
involved with the implementation of DOD Impact Aid and the related 
memorandum of understanding (MOU) between the two agencies. Finally, 
we reviewed key agency documents and relevant literature, including prior 
GAO reports on elementary and secondary education, military 
restructuring, and practices that can help to enhance collaboration. We 



3 Pub. L. No. 111-84, § 538, 123 Stat. 2190, 2294-95. 

4 These three research objectives cover all but three of the required components of the 
mandated audit. Appendix II provides our findings on the remaining components of the 
mandate. 
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also reviewed relevant federal laws and regulations. A more detailed 
explanation of our methodology can be found in appendix I. 

We conducted this performance audit from March 2010 through February 
2011 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to 
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe 
that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings 
and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 



Background 



Military Dependent There are approximately 1.1 million school-age dependents of military 

Students parents in the United States and an increasing number of these dependents 

have a parent deployed overseas. While DOD operates 194 schools for 
military dependents in seven states, two territories, and in 12 countries, 
DOD estimates the majority of military dependent students attend U.S. 
public schools operated by local school districts. Because of their family 
situations, military dependent students may face a range of unique 
challenges, such as frequent moves throughout their school career and the 
emotional difficulties of having deployed parents. Figure 1 is a photo from 
a school we visited with about 90 percent military dependent students that 
showed the global locations of students’ previous and future residences. 
Military dependent students often find stability in the school routine 
during the challenges of deployment and the resulting disruptions to daily 
life, according to a DOD publication. 6 



5 DOD, Educator’s Guide to the Military Child During Deployment. 
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